Social media use may explain little of the recent rise in depressive symptoms among

adolescent girls by Daly, Michael
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322877998
Social Media Use May Explain Little of the Recent Rise in Depressive
Symptoms Among Adolescent Girls
Article · February 2018
DOI: 10.1177/2167702617750869
CITATIONS
7
READS
155
1 author:
Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:
THRIECE: Teaching for Holistic, Relational and Inclusive Early Childhood Education View project
Michael Daly
National University of Ireland, Maynooth
95 PUBLICATIONS   1,514 CITATIONS   
SEE PROFILE
All content following this page was uploaded by Michael Daly on 18 February 2019.
The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.
Pg.1 
 
 
Social media use may explain little of the recent rise in depressive symptoms among 
adolescent girls  
 
Dr. Michael Daly1,2 
1 Behavioural Science Centre, University of Stirling 
2 UCD Geary Institute, University College Dublin 
 
 
Conflict of interest: The author declares no conflict of interest. 
 
Address correspondence to: 
Michael Daly Ph.D. 
Behavioural Science Centre 
3A35 Cottrell Building 
Stirling FK94LA 
University of Stirling 
Tel: +44 (0) 1786 467417 
Email: michael.daly@stir.ac.uk 
 
 
Pg.2 
 
National increases in suicide-related cognitions (Kann et al., 2016) and suicide (Curtin, 
Hedegaard, Minino, Warner, & Simon, 2017) have been documented among adolescents in 
the United States over the past decade. Notably after a period of decline from 1990-2007 the 
suicide rate for females aged 15-19 doubled (2.4 to 5.1 per 100,000 population) from 2007 to 
2015 (Curtin et al., 2017). Twenge and colleagues (2017) added to this evidence by 
documenting a rise in depressive symptoms among adolescent girls from 2010 to 2015 (d = 
0.27). Crucially, the authors explored how changes in time use may underpin recent increases 
in adolescent mental health issues. In particular, they found potentially promising 
interlinkages between electronic device use and suicide-related outcomes.  
 In contrast, the positive association identified between social media use and 
depressive symptoms was minimal (r = 0.06 in girls, r = 0.01 in boys) and arguably not a 
strong basis for suggesting that screen activities could account for recent increases in 
depressive symptoms. To test this contention further I re-examined the 2010 and 2015 
Monitoring the Future (MtF) survey data (Johnston, Bachman, O’Malley, Schulenberg, & 
Miech, 2016). I found very weak correlations between social networking site use and 
depressive symptoms among girls in each wave when examined separately (average r = 0.03). 
I then ran a two-stage hierarchical regression which showed that the portion of the association 
between survey year (2010 compared to 2015) and increases in depressive symptoms (Model 
1: d = 0.27) explained by increases in social media use over the same period (added in Model 
2) was approximately 4% (d = 0.27 reduced to d = 0.26).     
 This re-assessment suggests that recent increases in the time teenage girls have 
devoted to social media use may account for little of the sharp increase in depressive 
symptoms over the same period. However, this inference should be interpreted with some 
caution. This is because the MtF social media use variable was hampered by considerable 
restriction of range. This item failed to assess the frequency of social networking website use 
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beyond “almost every day”, a very broad category which I found contained over 85% of the 
female sample in 2015. Given that variation above this upper limit was not captured strong 
conclusions about the likely population association between social media use and depressive 
symptoms cannot be made.         
 These findings point to a need for alternative explanations (e.g. increased academic 
strain, prolonged effects of the Great Recession) for the rise in depressive symptoms to be 
examined. Further, they suggest that the potential contribution of the full range of time spent 
on social media and screen activities (e.g. as measured in hours/minutes per day) to recent 
trends in depression among adolescent girls remains unknown.  
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